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ABSTRACT 



This study explored the impact of mandatory work 
requirements on welf are -reliant mothers struggling to pursue postsecondary 
education and the overwhelming difficulties created by rigid and punitive 
policies at both the federal and state levels. The study documented and 
analyzed the policies and practices of the Family Independence Agency and . 
Work First agencies, the enforcement of mandatory work requirements, and the 
administration of welfare, education, and child care policies. The study 
presents the stories of 10 student mothers. Their stories are a testimony to 
resilience, tenacity, and the ability to endure in the face of a continuing 
assault on their educational goals and family viability. Their experiences 
show that current policies create temporal and financial burdens and impose 
intense psychological and physical stress. Policies compromise the parenting, 
educational progress, and work histories of student mothers, and they force 
low- income parents engaged in strategic planning for self-sufficiency to make 
short-term sacrifices in the hopes of achieving long-term gains. 
Recommendations are made for changed policies in Michigan to assist 
welf are -reliant student mothers in pursuing post secondary education. Of 
particular importance are improved child care options and better training for 
welfare case workers. (Contains 29 references.) (SLD) 
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Introduction 



Struggling to Stay in School: Obstacles to Post-Secondary Education under 
the Welfare-to-Work Regime in Michigan documents the findings from a qualitative 
study conducted in four counties in southeast Michigan between 1997 and 2000. 1 
Over the last several years in Michigan, the number of welfare recipients pursuing 
post-secondary education has declined precipitously, and those who have persisted 
in pursuing their degrees have faced increasing obstacles and threats to their family 
viability. This study explores the impact of mandatory work requirements on 
welfare-reliant mothers struggling to pursue post-secondary education, and the 
overwhelming difficulties created by rigid and punitive policies at both the federal 
and state levels. By placing the stories of student mothers at the center of this 
policy and practice study, we hope to illuminate the intersecting obstacles that 
threaten the ability of student mothers to complete post-secondary education and to 
insure their families’ survival. We document and analyze the policies and practices 
of the Family Independence Agency 2 and Work First agencies 3 : the enforcement of 
escalating mandatory work requirements and the administration of welfare, 
education, and child care policies. The stories also highlight the resourcefulness and 
determination of student mothers as they struggle to learn while faced with 



1 This paper is based upon research conducted between October 1997 and February 2000. We followed 10 
single mothers on assistance and in post-secondary education at the beginning of. the study through 
cumulative open-ended interviews. We have also worked with public benefit advocates and educators in 
CFITE, the Coalition for Independence through Education. This research has been funded by State of 
Michigan Research Excellence Funds through the Project on Urban and Regional Affairs (PURA) at the 
University of Michigan-Flint and the Jean Campbell Fellowship through the Center for the Education of 
Women (CEW) at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. 

2 The Family Independence agency is the renamed social services department in the state of Michigan, it is 

the agency with primary responsibility for implementing the TANF block grant program. Its caseworkers 
determine clients’ eligibility for benefits. 



mandatory work requirements, abusive agency practices, and parenting 
responsibilities. 



The Policy Framework 

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
(PREWAR) of 1996 dismantles Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), 
the previous public assistance program to which single-parent families were entitled 
on the basis of income need. PREWAR replaces AFDC with conditional block grants 
to the states, called Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), and gives 
states the authority to design their own programs for poor mothers and children 
within federal guidelines. PREWAR is the product of a welfare discourse that 
blames poverty on the pathology, disorganization, and work aversion of poor 
women rather than upon public policies which structure poverty, particularly for 
single mothers who face poor and dangerous child care options and an insecure low- 
wage labor market. 

The new Personal Responsibility Act adds work tests to the previous means 
test upon which AFDC relied. The Act specifies that clients must meet work 
requirements, now 30 hours a week for single parents with children over 6 and 20 
hours a week for single parents with a child under 6, if they are to avoid loss of 
benefits. For single-parent families with children over 6, federal work 
requirements have risen from 20 hours in fiscal years 1997 and 1998, to 25 in fiscal 
year 1999, to 30 hours in fiscal year 2000. In Michigan, there is a de facto work 
requirement for parents with children 6 or older of 40 hours a week when such 
hours are available. PREWAR requires states to move increasing percentages of 
their caseloads into employment or face financial penalties. States are required to 
have 40% of all families in work in 2000, 45% in 2001, and 50% in 2002. 



3 Work First agencies are non-profit agencies accountable to the state’s Department of Career Development 
and local Workforce Development Boards. Their subcontractors are responsible for operating welfare-to- 



